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 Despite democratic leadership being common in Western countries, countries in the 

Middle East act as an example of the correlation between violence and democracy, particularly 

as it pertains to the treatment of women in these nations. Violence in this case can be thought of 

as the presence of things such as war, famine, and gendered cruelty within a country or region. 

When looking at the Middle East, one can notice that gendered violence in Middle Eastern 

countries is often paired with a lack of democracy within these nations. Even though Western 

countries have attempted to move towards a more democratic Middle East, powerful groups such 

as the Muslim ulema, comprised of religious leaders, have pushed back against this progress. 

Such groups, along with those among the elite class in Middle Eastern countries, have also 

conducted public activities against women’s rights which, in turn, caused gendered violence.1 

When comparing Middle Eastern countries with democratic countries where women’s rights are 

more equal, one can often notice lower levels of gendered violence and violence in general. 

Because of this, it is natural to assume that there is a correlation between democracy and 

violence, both in general and towards women. Extensive research has indicated that democratic 

governments typically see more violence against citizens, with nearly all of the 119 million 

victims of genocide being killed in non-democratic countries.2 Though Western nations are no 

stranger to violence, rates of violence tend to be higher in non-democratic nations. When 

comparing the presence of violence in democratic countries versus the Middle East, one can 

presume that women’s rights, or lack thereof, play a part in the rates of violence. Non-democratic 

countries often lack basic human rights for marginalized groups, making violence against these 

 
1 Keddie, Nikki R. “Women in the Middle East: Progress and Backlash.” Current History 

107, no. 713 (2008): 432–38. http://www.jstor.org/stable/45318527. 

 
2 Babst, Dean, and William Eckhardt. “HOW PEACEFUL ARE DEMOCRACIES 

COMPARED WITH OTHER COUNTRIES?” Peace Research 24, no. 3 (1992): 51–57. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23607214. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/45318527
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23607214
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groups acceptable and permissible. Without the necessary protections for oppressed individuals, 

those living in non-democratic countries are at a greater risk of experiencing violence with no 

consequences for the perpetrator. By looking at measurable data in non-democratic countries, 

one can come to the conclusion that nations with fewer rights for women are more prone to 

violence; these nations are almost always non-democratic. In general, countries are more violent 

without the presence of legal protections against gendered violence that one would find in a 

democratic nation. Non-democratic countries with a notable lack of women’s rights are more 

likely to have higher rates of violence compared to democratic countries; this is especially true 

for nations in the Middle East, where gendered violence and war exist as a result of the lack of 

democracy.  

When looking at the correlation between democracy and violence, it is important to first 

examine how non-democratic nations treat women and address gendered violence. Women in the 

Middle East hold far less power compared to men in the region. This power imbalance can be 

seen in numerous ways, such as the workforce and parliament. Throughout the entirety of the 

Middle East, women make up for only 7 percent of parliamentary seats, and women in the 

Middle East make up 25 percent of the workforce, merely half of the global average.3 One of the 

most dangerous aspects for women living in the Middle East, particularly Jordan, is the presence 

of honor killings and heat-of-passion killings. In Jordan, men who kill female relatives, such as 

their siblings, children, and wives, are rarely arrested, and when they are, the sentences are 

typically short, lasting as little as three months.4 Within the Middle East, men are often 

 
3 Islam, Samira Ibrahim. 2019. “Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

(STEM): Liberating Women in the Middle East.” World Journal of Education 9 (3): 94-104. 

 
4 cad. “Jordan: Working against ‘Honor Killings.’” Off Our Backs 31, no. 1 (2001): 4–4. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20836767. 
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exonerated of their violent actions towards female family members if the violence was 

committed due to perceived shame brought on the family. In Palestine’s Gaza Strip and West 

Bank, two thirds of homicides are caused by honor killings.5 Across the Middle East, hundreds 

of honor killings are documented each year; these killings can occur over small things, such as a 

woman going out without permission or nonconsensual sexual encounters. Bills that would 

criminalize honor killings in the Middle East are routinely rejected. The Jordanian Parliament 

has blocked proposals in the past that seek to implement harsher punishments for men who 

commit honor killings, and even westernized countries such as Turkey have shown a high rate of 

citizens–nearly 40 percent–who support honor killings.6 Gender in the Arab world is a strict 

construct for women, and femaleness is largely centered around a woman’s virginity. To be 

female is to be virginal, and “women need to abstain from any sexual activity before marriage, 

and from any act that might lead to sexual activity…every prohibition she complies with 

constructs her simultaneously as female and as virginal.”7  

All of this is not to say that women in democratic countries do not experience gendered 

violence and oppression; however, it is more likely that there will be consequences for those who 

enact violence against women in these nations, as democratic countries prioritize human rights. 

The primary role that women are meant to play in Middle Eastern countries is that of mother and 

 
5 Matthew A. Goldstein. “The Biological Roots of Heat-of-Passion Crimes and Honor 

Killings.” Politics and the Life Sciences 21, no. 2 (2002): 28–37. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4236668. 

 
6 Cohen, Michelle Fram. “The Condition of Women in Developing and Developed 

Countries.” The Independent Review 11, no. 2 (2006): 261–73. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24562227. 

 
7 Odeh, Lama Abu. “Honor Killings and the Construction of Gender in Arab Societies.” 

The American Journal of Comparative Law 58, no. 4 (2010): 911–52. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25766172. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4236668
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24562227
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wife. Many Middle Eastern women have arranged marriages at a young age, with 34 percent of 

brides in Muslim countries being under twenty years of age and averaging six children per 

woman.8 Because of the lack of democracy within these countries, women are not granted the 

same opportunities and freedoms that they are given in democratic countries, particularly those 

in the Western world. Women in the Middle East do not have access to resources that women in 

democratic countries have, making violence against them more acceptable. When looking at the 

condition of women in the Middle East and other non-democratic nations, there is a notable 

contrast to the condition of women in the Western world. Whereas women in the Middle East are 

almost always forced into the role of mother and wife while the husband is the breadwinner, one 

third of women in democratic nations such as the United States outearn their husbands.9 Women 

in the Western world are no longer defined by their marriage and the role that they play in their 

husband’s life; rather, they experience higher rates of independence, with easier access to 

resources. In addition to this, women in Western countries such as the United States and Europe 

are equally as likely as men to get a college degree in their lifetime, and these degrees are not 

limited to professions that are typically considered as feminine, such as nurses.10 One’s opinion 

on women’s rights is largely influenced by whether or not their nation is democratic. 

Misogynistic beliefs regarding women “often imply anti-democratic values…[it is] unlikely that 

 
8 Moghadam, Valentine M. Modernizing women: Gender and social change in the 

Middle East. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003. 

 
9 Cohen, Michelle Fram. “The Condition of Women in Developing and Developed 

Countries.” The Independent Review 11, no. 2 (2006): 261–73. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24562227. 

 
10 Cohen, Michelle Fram. “The Condition of Women in Developing and Developed 

Countries.” The Independent Review 11, no. 2 (2006): 261–73. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24562227. 
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a person profess[es] a belief in democratic values while simultaneously holding misogynistic 

views and excluding women.”11 Though women in democratic countries do face misogyny in 

many ways, it is inherently anti-democratic to believe in women’s inferiority compared to men. 

Without democracy, it is impossible for women to have any rights, much less equal rights to 

men. For this reason, one can conclude that countries with high rates of violence and oppression 

towards women, along with a lack of women’s rights, are inherently non-democratic.  

The relationship between democracy and violence, or lack thereof, can also be seen 

through the presence of war in democratic nations compared to non-democratic nations. 

Research has shown numerous times that democratic countries very rarely go to war with another 

democratic country, largely because democratic nations prioritize compromise when conflict 

arises, whereas non-democratic nations follow the belief that elimination and forced conflict 

resolution are acceptable.12 Many democratic governments do not see any value in going to war 

with other democracies because there is little to gain from it; the incentives that drive democratic 

countries to go to war are typically only seen when going to war with non-democratic countries. 

Violence is so prevalent in many non-democratic countries because of the aggressive nature of 

military attacks from democratic countries. Wars initiated by a democratic government most 

often occur on the opponent’s land; wars in the Middle East that were initiated by the United 

States are often conducted in search of resources. Research indicates that democratic countries 

 
11 El Kurd, Dana. “Public Opinion of Women’s Rights and Democratic Values.” 

AlMuntaqa 1, no. 3 (2018): 105–9. https://doi.org/10.31430/almuntaqa.1.3.0105. 
12 Mintz, Alex, and Nehemia Geva. “Why Don’t Democracies Fight Each Other? An 

Experimental Study.” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 37, no. 3 (1993): 484–503. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/174265. 

 

https://doi.org/10.31430/almuntaqa.1.3.0105
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that initiate war are far more likely to win over non-democratic opponents. Even in situations 

where democratic countries do not initiate the war, they are still most likely to win.13  

When attempting to understand how countries in the Middle East view wars, one must 

first understand the key differences between how a democratic leader rules versus how a non-

democratic leader rules.  While non-democratic countries typically do not have reason to engage 

in diversionary conflicts, it is not uncommon for these nations to engage with appropriative 

conflicts, in which the nation’s leader and ruling class stand to gain something. Democratic 

leaders, on average, hold office for 5.7 years, while non-democratic leaders hold office for an 

average of 20.7 years.14 In addition to this, while poor economic conditions makes it 50 percent 

more likely that a democratic leader will be removed from office, similar conditions make it less 

likely that a non-democratic ruler will be removed from office.15 Though this may seem strange, 

the reasons for this contrast can be explained by how non-democratic leaders rule compared to 

democratic leaders. It is likely that a non-democratic leader uses exploitation in order to maintain 

control over those who select them for office. By creating a sense of loyalty between leader and 

selector, non-democratic leaders gain unyielding support from people who fear being excluded 

from ruling coalitions.16 Therefore, when a violent leader is in power in a non-democratic 

country, patterns of violence often become commonplace. Non-democratic countries are more 

 
13 Reiter, Dan, and Allan C. Stam. "Democracy, war initiation, and victory." American 

Political Science Review 92, no. 2 (1998): 377-389. 
14 Hess, Gregory D., and Athanasios Orphanides. "War and democracy." Journal of 

Political Economy 109, no. 4 (2001): 776-810. 
 

15 Hess, Gregory D., and Athanasios Orphanides. "War and democracy." Journal of 

Political Economy 109, no. 4 (2001): 776-810. 

 
16 Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, James D. Morrow, Randolph M. Siverson, and Alastair 

Smith. "Endogenous political institutions and the survival of leaders." Manuscript. Stanford, 

Calif.: Hoover Inst (1998). 



Last Name 7 

 

likely to excuse and condone violence, and the violent beliefs of the leader in power condition 

citizens to behave the same way in regards to violence. Responses to violence in non-democratic 

countries are therefore much different compared to democratic countries, and war is often 

normalized in non-democratic countries in a way that it isn’t in democratic countries. 

Democracies have measures in place to prevent the possibility of repressive institutes 

within the country, whereas non-democracies do not. There is a greater presence of 

accountability in democratic countries, and the system of checks and balances makes it far more 

difficult for the state to create repressive institutions.17 In autocratic nations, however, there are 

no measures in place that would prevent the rise of repressive groups. For this reason, violence is 

more commonplace under non-democratic governments. Research has proven that non-

democratic nations are associated with higher levels of repression, while democratic nations are 

associated with lower levels of repression–this is in part due to citizens of democratic nations 

being less likely to engage in anti-government activity.18 Democracy is linked to lower levels of 

terrorism, a very relevant issue within the Middle East. The United States specifically has 

emphasized the idea that terrorism in the Middle East could potentially be lessened if the country 

shifts towards a democracy. Democracy and terrorism have a negative relationship, as “more 

democracy means more individual freedoms, therefore, less discontent among a country’s 

citizens. A population that has the opportunity to elect their leaders, and have their voices heard 

 
17 Regan, Patrick M., and Errol A. Henderson. "Democracy, threats and political 

repression in developing countries: are democracies internally less violent?." Third World 

Quarterly 23, no. 1 (2002): 119-136. 

 
18 Regan, Patrick M., and Errol A. Henderson. "Democracy, threats and political 

repression in developing countries: are democracies internally less violent?." Third World 

Quarterly 23, no. 1 (2002): 119-136. 
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with no repercussions…may discourage individuals to use forceful tactics in order to be heard.”19 

Though many attribute terrorism in the Middle East to Islam, religion is not the direct cause of 

terrorism, but rather as a tool of terrorism. Terrorists have intentionally skewed Islamic beliefs in 

order to mobilize people behind their cause, using the religion as justification for violent actions 

and a political tool to oppose their non-democratic government.20 Though this does not mean that 

democracies are not vulnerable to terrorism, terrorism within a democratic nation typically 

comes from outside sources and groups from non-democratic nations. It is worth noting that, 

when political leaders have addressed issues in the Middle East in the past, they focus on 

terrorist threats such as ISIS. However, violence in the Middle East is a more complex issue 

which requires greater thought than simply attributing everything to terrorist organizations. 

There have not been sufficient efforts from Western countries to promote human rights and 

democratic values in the Middle East, and this lack of effort contributes to the levels of violence 

that can be seen in the region. A lack of democratic change “underlies much of the ongoing 

turmoil” in the Middle East.21 Therefore, despite Western countries claiming to prioritize ending 

violence in the Middle East, democratic leaders have not focused enough on the promotion of 

democracy and its relation to decreased levels of violence. The focus has been entirely on how 

violence and terrorism in the Middle East impact Western nations, when the focus should instead 

 
19 Shahrouri, Nahla. “DOES A LINK EXIST BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND 

TERRORISM?” International Journal on World Peace 27, no. 4 (2010): 41–77. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23266547. 
20 Shahrouri, Nahla. “DOES A LINK EXIST BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND 

TERRORISM?” International Journal on World Peace 27, no. 4 (2010): 41–77. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23266547. 

 
21 Dunne, Charles W. “Middle East Democracy: Recommendations for the Next 

President.” Middle East Institute, 2016. http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep17597. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23266547
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be how violence in the Middle East is impacting citizens of the region and how democracy could 

potentially change the violence they are facing.    

Analyzing democratic countries for their attitudes towards women reveals significant 

differences when comparing these attitudes to non-democracies. While many believe that it is 

evident that human rights are more of a priority in democracies compared to non-democracies, it 

is necessary to look at concrete examples which prove this idea. Many hold the belief that 

governments cannot be democratic if they do not prioritize women’s equal rights; when 

democracy exists without female participation, it is “an inferior form of democracy.”22 There 

exists a connection between a true democracy and women’s rights treaties, something which is 

absent in non-democracies. These treaties are overall more effective when they are implemented 

in democratic nations compared to non-democratic nations. Studies have found a positive 

relationship between democracy and how effective women’s rights treaties are at advancing a 

woman’s position in society.23 In addition to this, democratic societies have shown remarkable 

advancements in women’s rights, such as women’s education. In 1970, the enrollment for 

women in primary schools was only two percent of enrollment for boys; however, in 2008, 

enrollment for women was 88 percent of boy’s enrollment.24 Rates of women’s education are 

 
22 Moghadam, Valentine M. "Democracy and women’s rights: Reflections on the Middle 

East and North Africa." In International Seminar on Comparative Studies on Family 

Democratization and Socio-politics. 2008. 

 
23 Hill, Daniel W, and K Anne Watson. “Democracy and Compliance with Human Rights 

Treaties: The Conditional Effectiveness of the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women.” International Studies Quarterly 63 no. 1 (2019): 127-38. 

doi:10.1093/isq/sqy058. 

 
24 Hill, Daniel W, and K Anne Watson. “Democracy and Compliance with Human Rights 

Treaties: The Conditional Effectiveness of the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women.” International Studies Quarterly 63 no. 1 (2019): 127-38. 

doi:10.1093/isq/sqy058. 
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significantly lower in the Middle East, with more than 40 percent of Middle Eastern women 

between 15 and 24 being illiterate.25 No Middle Eastern country has seen improvement in these 

rates, and countries such as Jordan, Bahrain, Palestine, and the United Arab Emirates have had 

increases in illiteracy for women.26 Even when protests against oppression occur in the Middle 

East–for example, the Arab Spring–women are not prioritized, and have their issues regularly 

dismissed in the fight for human rights. This discrepancy is partly due to the fact that men and 

women in the Middle East imagine peace in different ways. Whereas a man in the Middle East 

might think of peace as an end to war and government reform, Middle Eastern women may think 

of peace as being able to walk alone without fear of being attacked or raped.27 Women and 

children are disproportionately harmed by war and conflicts, and given the high levels of 

violence and war in the Middle East, women are at an increased risk compared to men. Even as 

men in the Middle East move towards a state that they consider to be more progressive, women 

are left behind, with little attention given to their needs for human rights. In many ways, women 

in the Middle East are seen as less human than men. One can notice this belief by simply looking 

at some of the many ways that women experience violence within this region. Women’s lives in 

the Middle East are typically dictated by the men they live with, whether this be the father, 

brother, or husband. Women in the Middle East do not make autonomous decisions, and things 

that are outside of their control, such as rape, are punishable. It is also important to recognize 

 
25 Ostrosky, Christine M.. “WOMEN’S ACCESS TO EDUCATION IN THE MIDDLE 

EAST.” (2015). 

 
26 Ostrosky, Christine M.. “WOMEN’S ACCESS TO EDUCATION IN THE MIDDLE 

EAST.” (2015). 
27 Hodgson, Fiona. “War Disproportionately Affects Women, so Why so Few Female 

Peacekeepers? .” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, September 7, 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/sep/07/war-disproportionately-affects-

women-female-peacekeepers-fiona-hodgson. 
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that, while women in the Middle East have made some progress, this progress occurs at a much 

slower rate than it has in democratic nations in the past. For example, women in Saudi Arabia 

only gained the right to vote and the right to drive in recent years, rights which women in the 

Western world have had for decades. One can assume that the Middle East could potentially 

move towards democracy in the future; however, this democracy will be achieved very slowly in 

comparison to the Western world, and it will likely be more difficult to achieve. 

While it is evident that women in the Middle East experience oppression and violence at 

higher rates than women in democratic countries, it is important to consider how violence against 

women in the Middle East is linked to violence in the region in general. By looking at data and 

research, one can deduce that there is a strong connection between violence against women and 

violence within a non-democratic nation.  Numerous studies have found that there is a strong 

correlation between a lack of women’s rights within a region and the presence of violence and 

conflict in the same region. For example, non-democratic countries become five times more 

likely to resolve conflict through war when there is a five percent decrease of women working in 

parliament.28 Gender equality is an important factor in conflict prevention for any nation, 

especially non-democratic nations such as ones that exist in the Middle East. There is a relation 

between one’s attitude towards women and gender and their beliefs on how to address violence 

and solve conflict. Those who are concerned with women’s rights in the Middle East and who 

are in favor of gender equality are more likely to hold the belief that conflicts should be solved 

 
28 Herbert, Siân. Links between women’s empowerment (or lack of) and outbreaks of 

violent conflict. GSDRC Helpdesk Research Report. 2014. http://www. gsdrc. 

org/docs/open/hdq1170. pdf, 2014. 
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through peaceful compromise and diplomacy.29 Sexual violence against women is also prevelant 

in most, if not all, conflicts. Sexual violence has often been used as a tactic in war, and evidence 

shows that conflict leads to higher levels of gender based violence towards women.30 Because 

the Middle East has typically normalized violence towards women based on gender, there is an 

increased presence of internal conflict in the region. Within the period of 1960-2001, researchers 

found that the higher level of gender inequality that a nation has, the greater likelihood of 

internal conflict arises.31 Finally, research has indicated that nations with high levels of 

discrimination and oppression, specifically in terms of gender and race, are more likely to use 

force during interstate conflicts.32 Due to this data and research, it is reasonable to conclude that 

there are intrinsic ties between gender inequality and increased levels of violence, particularly 

within non-democracies, where gender inequality is rampant. 

The Middle East acts as a prime example of how gendered violence towards women is a 

direct result of a non-democratic society, and how a lack of democracy leads to greater violence 

in general. Democratization and gender inequality go hand in hand–in a true democratic state, 

gender is equal, and gendered violence towards women is minimal. Democratic societies, such as 

those in the Western world, can create and facilitate peace; however, this peace can only be 

 
29 Tessler, Mark, and Ina Warriner. “Gender, Feminism, and Attitudes toward 

International Conflict: Exploring Relationships with Survey Data from the Middle East.” World 

Politics 49, no. 2 (1997): 250–81. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25053999. 

 
30 Herbert, Siân. "Links between gender-based violence and outbreaks of violent 

conflict." University of Birmingham. Birmingham, UK (2014). 
31 Herbert, Siân. "Links between gender-based violence and outbreaks of violent 

conflict." University of Birmingham. Birmingham, UK (2014). 

 
32 Herbert, Siân. "Links between gender-based violence and outbreaks of violent 

conflict." University of Birmingham. Birmingham, UK (2014). 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25053999
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achieved if the state is actively working towards gender equality.33 One of the biggest issues 

facing the struggle to achieve democracy in the Middle East is the lack of a clear plan on how 

achieving democracy would be possible. Creating a democratic culture when the region exists 

under dictatorship is nearly impossible without a clear plan in place to transform the Middle East 

into a peaceful, democratic state. Though Western countries have led people to believe that they 

are working towards democratization in the Middle East, the true goals are to gain their own 

interests in the region.34 Because Western nations are involved in the Middle East primarily for 

their own gain, the process of turning the region into a democracy has become increasingly more 

difficult. There are numerous steps that would need to be taken in order to turn the Middle East 

into a democratic region, and without a comprehensive overview of these steps, the region has 

been unable to foster significant change. To turn towards a democratic state, the Middle East 

“would first have to build a secular middle class, reach a certain level of economic growth, and,  

somehow, foster a democratic culture.”35 In addition to this, some nations in the Middle East 

have created a false version of democracy, in which the definition of a democratic state is 

tailored to the country to give off the appearance of normalcy. Nations such as Egypt, Jordan, 

Morocco, Algeria, and Yemen have all implemented reforms so that it seems as though they are 

making significant changes and moving towards democracy. In actuality, these changes have 

been done to give the appearance of democratization. Democratization in these regions was 

merely defensive, as “it was not meant to lead to democracy but rather to prevent its 

 
33 Bjarnegård, Elin, and Erik Melander. "Disentangling Gender, Peace and 

Democratization: The importance of militarized masculinity." 

 
34 Hamid, Shadi. "The struggle for Middle East democracy." Cairo Review of Global 

Affairs 23 (2011): 18-29. 
35 Hamid, Shadi. "The struggle for Middle East democracy." Cairo Review of Global 

Affairs 23 (2011): 18-29. 
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emergence.”36 Support from Western countries has not made much of a change in democracy in 

the Middle East, and the region has, more or less, remained the same. Democracy in the Middle 

East, therefore, has been a mostly failed venture. There are certain values key to democracy that 

the Middle East does not have, and certain characteristics of a democratic citizen that are largely 

absent in Middle Easterners. In order for a democracy to be successful, leaders must value 

diversity and appreciate political competition and pluralism; along with this, a democratic citizen 

must believe that every individual deserves the right for liberty and equality, be tolerant of other 

beliefs, trust in fellow citizens, and be willing to stand up for their own rights when their 

government is violating them.37 Citizens in the Middle East are not only living in an authoritarian 

state that lacks democratic values; they are also failing to live out democratic values themselves, 

as their lack of respect for oppressed citizens has led to widespread violence, both from the 

government and from the citizens themselves.  

When analyzing the levels of gendered violence in the Middle East, a non-democratic 

region, it is also important to focus on religious values that exist within this region. While it has 

already been established that Islam is not the root cause of oppression in the Middle East but 

rather a tool used by oppressors, religion is nonetheless powerful and influential. Religion 

amongst women is more of a salient independent variable compared to religion amongst men, 

essentially meaning that women are both more religious and more influenced by their religious 

 
36 Hamid, Shadi. "The struggle for Middle East democracy." Cairo Review of Global 

Affairs 23 (2011): 18-29. 

 
37 Tessler, Mark. "Islam and democracy in the Middle East: The impact of religious 

orientations on attitudes toward democracy in four Arab countries." Comparative Politics 

(2002): 337-354. 
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beliefs and teachings.38 Because of this, many women have normalized the violence that is 

committed against them in the Middle East. Given that the Middle East is a patriarchal society in 

which men, both leaders and citizens, use Islam as a tool of control, women have been 

conditioned to believe that their poor treatment is merely a requirement of their faith. Islam is 

therefore used as a tool of non-democracy in the Middle East, with the religion’s true messages 

being misconstrued and distorted to be viewed through an oppressive lens. The result of this is 

that violence in the Middle East, particularly towards women, runs rampant, almost always going 

unchecked. Democracy is often looked down upon in the Middle East, and leaders have been 

able to create this mindset in their citizens by framing democracy as the rule of humans and 

Islam as the rule of God.39 Though Muslims exist all over the world, Westernized Muslims are 

often considered liberal compared to Muslims in the Middle East, who are typically considered 

as conservative Muslims. Because of this, conservative Muslims in the Middle East view 

democracy in other nations as a Western notion that will allow the West to assert dominance 

over the Muslim world.40 Because this is the dominant mindset in the Middle East, there is less 

of a call for democratization. Though there are groups in the Middle East that are fighting for 

equal rights and less violence, they are far outweighed by the majority, who believe that to be 

democratic is to be against Islam. 

 
38Tessler, Mark. "Islam and democracy in the Middle East: The impact of religious 

orientations on attitudes toward democracy in four Arab countries." Comparative Politics 

(2002): 337-354. 
  

39 Smock, David. Islam and Democracy (Washington DC: United States Institute of 

Peace, 2002), https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/sr93.pdf 

 
40 Smock, David. Islam and Democracy (Washington DC: United States Institute of 

Peace, 2002), https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/sr93.pdf 
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In order to have a comprehensive understanding of the relation between democracy, 

violence, and gender in the Middle East, one must understand the intrinsic ties between gender 

equality and lower levels of violence. Women’s rights are tied to violence across the world, and 

this is part of the reason why democratic societies with more liberal human rights tend to see less 

interstate violence than non-democratic societies. First, it must be recognized that violence itself 

is inherently gendered. Though men can–and do–experience violence in any society, violence 

towards women is rooted in gender inequality in a way that violence towards men is not. When 

speaking of domestic violence, physical abuse, sexual abuse, etc., one’s mind immediately jumps 

to female victims. While men are also victims of these forms of violence, it cannot be ignored 

that women go through such experiences at a higher rate, and that most victims of domestic 

abuse are women. Up to 70 percent of women will experience physical or sexual violence from a 

man within their lifetime, and women are affected by violence at every stage in their life.41 

Women can experience gendered violence both within a democratic nation or within an 

authoritarian nation; however, the key difference is that gendered violence is typically punished 

in democratic nations, while the same cannot be said for non-democratic nations. Though the 

statistics surrounding gendered violence against women in the Middle East are often inaccurate 

due to fears of repercussion for speaking out against abuse, some key findings from this region 

include: 70-90 percent of women in Pakistan have experienced domestic violence; as many as 97 

percent of women in Turkey have experienced both physical and psychological abuse from men 

in their life, such as their partners or male relatives; 88 percent of women surveyed in Turkey 

 
41 World Health Organization. (2014). Violence against women : intimate partner and 
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https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/112325


Last Name 17 

 

were living in dangerous and violent environments; 46.3 percent of women in Yemen have 

experienced gendered violence from their male partner or family members, while 44.5 percent of 

Yemini women have experienced three or more different forms of gendered violence; one in ten 

women in Algeria are beaten and battered each day; and 23 percent of Palestinian women have 

experienced domestic violence, but only one percent of these cases were reported.42 Women in 

the Middle East typically do not report violence committed against them, as they are usually 

either blamed or exposed to further violence. By speaking out against the violence they 

experience, many Middle Eastern women feel that they are inviting further violence into their 

life. In Egypt, the relationship between gender and violence is extremely prevalent, with 95 

percent of acts of domestic violence being committed by men; violence against women in Egypt 

resulted in 467 deaths in 2007 alone, and though this number has decreased slightly over the 

years, it is still in the hundreds.43 Though education is a promising motivator for female activists 

in the Middle East, an educated woman does not decrease her chance of experiencing gendered 

violence based solely on the fact that she is educated. While the normalization of violence 

towards women in the Middle East is often attributed to high levels of misogyny and female 

oppression within the region, one of the leading causes of violence against women is the fact that 

the majority of Middle Eastern non-democratic governments do not criminalize or punish 

domestic violence committted by men in any serious way. More often than not, women are 

blamed for the violence that is committed against them. Middle Eastern governments deal with 

 
42 Ghanim, D. "Violence against women: The Middle East." Violence and Abuse in 
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violence towards women in two ways: denying the existence of this violence and oppression as a 

whole, or trivializing women’s experiences with gendered violence to make them seem like rare, 

isolated incidents.44 Because of how normalized and expected violence is within the majority of 

Middle Eastern societies, women themselves often condone and encourage violence against other 

women. Middle Eastern women are taught from a young age to expect violence, and many do not 

see domestic violence and abuse as an issue, but rather a deserved consequence of inappropriate 

behaviors. In Egypt alone, 80 percent of women expect battering when they are in intimate 

relationships, thinking of gendered violence as a justified response to disrespect against a man, 

such as a woman refusing sex with her husband.45 Middle Eastern women are led to believe that 

they deserve the abuse that they are experiencing from men in their life, and therefore, many 

women in this region do not see issues with gender inequality and gendered violence. This exists 

in sharp contrast to how gendered violence and domestic abuse is viewed in democratic nations 

and Western societies. Within a democracy, violence towards female partners is not nonexistent, 

but it is looked down upon, shamed, and often criminalized. Though many women in Western 

societies do not report their abuse because they fear further violence, it is much more likely that a 

woman living in a democratic society sees an issue with gendered violence compared to a 

woman living in a non-democratic society. It is also important to remember that the statistics of 

women who experience abuse in Middle Eastern societies are likely inaccurate, and that the true 

numbers are almost surely higher, given that women are encouraged to ignore and minimize their 
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abuse. In democratic societies, women do not face the same level of pressure to hide their abuse, 

and though many still do, the reported numbers are far more accurate than those coming from 

non-democratic nations. One can deduce from these statistics that violence and gender are linked 

to one another, and that violence itself is inherently gendered. While women in any culture 

experience violence, those in non-democratic regions such as the Middle East experience 

violence and abuse at higher rates.    

Given that the association between non-democratic states and violence, particularly 

gendered violence, has now been established, it is important for one to question what role 

women in the Middle East will play in putting a stop to gendered violence. Because of 

authoritarianism, women have significantly less of a say in the political system of the Middle 

East, making progress difficult to enact. However, no matter how difficult, it is not impossible. 

The challenges facing women in the Middle East can be summarized in three categories: 

economic, cultural, and political.46 In each of these categories, women face significant 

difficulties that have deterred progress for many years. Female activists in the Middle East are 

key to enacting change in the region, and though their actions increase their risk of being 

exposed to violence, many women are dedicated to causing a shift towards gender equality. 

Female activists in the Middle East, which can be divided into groups such as secular believers, 

Muslim feminists, and Islamic reformers, all hold a similar goal: modernizing laws concerning 

women and their rights in the Middle East, and criminalizing violence against women, 

specifically domestic violence and honor killings.47 The political environment of the Middle East 
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has historically discriminated against women, contributing to the high levels of oppression that 

can be seen within Middle Eastern societies. By suppressing women’s access to education and 

their right to be literate, authoritarian governments have successfully slowed down the female 

liberation movement in the Middle East. The continuing oppression that women face in the 

Middle East is in part caused by the beliefs of the Western world regarding this region. Western 

media has represented the Middle East in various harmful ways, painting a picture of the region 

as entirely ravaged by war, filled with extremists, and void of any semblance of human rights. 

Though the Middle East does evidently struggle with some of these issues, Western media has 

only reinforced the status quo and made violence in the Middle East not only acceptable, but 

expected. Through Western media, authoritarian leaders in the Middle East have continued to 

prevent many women from receiving education, largely due to the fact that widespread education 

for women increases the risk of mobilization. Educated women are perhaps the greatest agents of 

change for women’s rights in the Middle East; however, the restrictions of authoritarian 

governments and reinforcements from the Western world still hold many women back from the 

education that would lead to equal rights.48 Despite a lack of access to education, many women 

in the Middle East are enacting change, typically in their own individual ways. While restrictions 

regarding female education have held back the women’s rights movement in the Middle East, 

progress is being made, step by step, due to the work of women. The participation of Middle 

Eastern women in the fight for democracy “is essential for economic and political development 

in the region, and the Arab women’s movement itself is an example of modernity…[activists] 

want the Arab women’s movement to be recognized as an intrinsic Middle Eastern form of 
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emancipation, independent of Western pressure.”49 Ultimately, it is thought that enacting change 

in the Middle East, specifically in regards to gendered violence, will be done by the region’s 

women–therefore, women play a central role in the eventual democratization of the Middle East. 

The link between democracy and violence is important to recognize, and can be seen as 

especially relevant in the Middle East. Given that the majority of countries in the Middle East are 

non-democratic, views on violence are influenced by beliefs instilled in citizens by their leaders. 

While the values of democracy include diversity, equality, and liberty, non-democracy values 

authoritarianism and oppression. The high levels of gendered violence in the Middle East are an 

indicator of not only the lack of women’s rights within this region, but also of higher rates of 

violence in non-democratic nations compared to democratic nations. Because most non-

democratic countries lack basic human rights for citizens, violence is not only more common, but 

more expected. Non-democratic regions such as the Middle East are, therefore, more likely to 

experience higher rates of violence compared to democratic countries, which can be seen 

specifically through gendered violence towards women and the presence of war within these 

nations. Though activists do exist within non-democratic countries, they are often pushed aside 

and repressed, punished for speaking out about their oppression. Despite progress for women 

being made in the Middle East, the non-democratic nature of the region has led to this progress 

moving at a rate slower than democratic nations. What has resulted from the lack of democracy 

in the Middle East is not only violence towards women, but violence in general and on every 

level, an inevitable result of authoritarianism and the absence of democracy. 
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